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The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly known as the Food Stamp 
Program (FSP), helps low-income individuals purchase food so they can obtain a nutritious diet. 
One important measure of the program’s performance is its ability to reach its target population, as 
indicated by the proportion of people eligible for benefits who actually participate. 

Of the nearly 45 million individuals eligible for SNAP benefits in an average month in fiscal 
year (FY) 2009, 32 million (72 percent) participated and more than 12 million did not. While SNAP 
served 72 percent of all eligible individuals, it provided 91 percent of the SNAP benefits available to 
all eligible individuals. The difference in the two rates is because the neediest individuals, who were 
eligible for higher benefits, participated at higher rates than other eligible individuals. Nationally, the 
participation rate among individuals increased by more than one percentage point between FY 2008 
and FY 2009, after remaining virtually the same from FY 2006 through FY 2007 and increasing 
nearly two points from FY 2007 to FY 2008.  

We made several methodological improvements when developing the FY 2002 through FY 
2009 participation rates in this report. Motivations for these improvements include making use of 
more recent data and of methodologies developed for the Survey of Income and Program 
Participation (SIPP)-based microsimulation model. The improvements also allow us to better 
account for differences between data from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Quality 
Control (SNAP QC) datafile (from which we generate estimates of SNAP participants), and those 
from the Current Population Survey (CPS) Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC) (from 
which we generate estimates of individuals and households eligible for SNAP). Because the current 
methodology changed substantially from the methodology used for the previous report in the series, 
participation rates presented in this report for FY 2002 through FY 2008 are not consistent with 
those published in last year’s report (Leftin, 2010). In particular, the estimated individual 
participation rate for FY 2008 presented here (71 percent) is four percentage points higher than the 
previously published rate for that year (67 percent). 

Because we are still assessing further improvements to our participation rate methodology that 
have not yet been implemented, it is likely that when the enhancements are completed and applied, 
prior year estimates will change again in next year’s report. Therefore, while the methodology used 
to generate the rates in this report constitutes an improvement from that in prior years, the rates do 
not incorporate all the likely forthcoming changes and should thus be considered transitional. 
Enhancements made for this report and the possible future enhancements are described in the 
methodology appendix of this report. 

From FY 2008 to FY 2009, the number of SNAP participants increased by 18 percent and the 
number of eligible individuals increased by 15 percent. The large increase in the number of 
participants was likely attributable to the deterioration of the economy, expansions in SNAP 
eligibility, and continued outreach efforts. The increase in the number of eligible individuals likely 
occurred in part due to the economic recession and in part due to two pieces of legislation that 
increased eligibility. The SNAP provisions in the 2008 Food, Conservation, and Energy Act (2008 
Farm Bill), effective October 1, 2008, included an increase in the minimum SNAP benefit for one- 
and two-person households and the standard deduction, eliminated the cap on the dependent care 
deduction, and excluded most education and retirement accounts from countable resources when 
determining SNAP eligibility. In addition, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 
(ARRA), which took effect on April 1, 2009, included changes that raised SNAP benefit levels and 
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allowed states to suspend rules that limited the length of participation for nondisabled adults 
without dependents.  

The individual participation rate in FY 2009 is 18 points higher than it was in FY 2002, in part 
because States have increased outreach to low-income households, implemented program 
simplifications, and streamlined application processes to make it easier for eligible individuals to 
apply for and receive SNAP benefits. Most States also have reduced the amount of information that 
recipients must report during their certification period to maintain their eligibility and benefit levels, 
making it easier for low-income households to participate.  

Some demographic and economic subgroups experienced increases in participation rates in FY 
2009, while others did not have a statistically significant increase or decrease, and a few experienced 
a modest decrease. Most increases were modest, but a few were as high as 5 or 6 percentage points. 

Rates remained relatively high for children, individuals in households with incomes below the 
poverty line, and recipients of Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) relative to rates 
for prior years prepared for this report using the FY 2009 rate methodology. At least 89 percent of 
all eligible individuals within each of these groups participated in FY 2009.  

The participation rate was less than 37 percent for eligible elderly adults (age 60 and older), 
individuals living in households with incomes above the poverty line, and individuals in households 
eligible for benefits between 1 and 50 percent of the program maximum for their household size. 
Participation rates for nondisabled childless adults subject to work registration also were lower than 
average, at 56 percent. A few groups with lower than average participation rates saw increases 
between FY 2008 and FY 2009. While noncitizens participated at a rate of only 56 percent in FY 
2009, the rate increased from 50 percent in FY 2008. Similarly, the participation rate for citizen 
children living with noncitizen adults increased from 57 percent in FY 2008 to 63 percent in FY 
2009, and the rate for households with earnings increased by 2 points from FY 2008 to 60 percent.  
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The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly known as the Food Stamp 

Program (FSP), helps low-income individuals purchase food so they can obtain a nutritious diet. The 

average number of people eligible for SNAP benefits under normal program rules1 served in a 

month increased by 18 percent between fiscal year (FY) 2008 and FY 2009, from 27 million to 32 

million. A variety of factors, discussed below, account for the large increase over FY 2008.  

Most individuals whose financial resources fall below certain income and asset thresholds are 

eligible for SNAP. Additional people are categorically eligible for SNAP because they live in 

households where each member receives Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Temporary 

Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), or, in some places, General Assistance (GA), or because 

they meet other broader State categorical eligibility criteria. However, not all of those who are 

eligible participate in the program. While some choose not to participate, others are unaware that 

they are eligible. When eligible individuals do not participate, they lose out on nutrition assistance 

that could stretch their food dollars at the grocery store, and their communities lose out on the 

economic benefits provided by new SNAP dollars flowing into local markets.  

One important measure of the program’s performance is its ability to reach its target 

population. In FY 2009, the national participation rate among eligible individuals was 72 percent, up 

from 71 percent in FY 2008. The household participation rate was also 72 percent in FY 2009, while 

the benefit receipt rate was 91 percent.2  

                                                 
1 The participation totals in this report do not include those who received disaster assistance or ineligible 

households and some categorically eligible households that were income ineligible. We removed from our FY 2009 
individual participant totals an estimated national monthly average of approximately 30,000 people receiving disaster 
assistance and about 571,000 ineligible participants (1.7 percent of all participants). We also removed nearly 697,000 
participants (2.1 percent) who were categorically eligible but not income-eligible. See Appendix D for more details.  

2 The benefit receipt rate measures the amount of benefits received as a proportion of total benefits that would be 
paid out if every eligible household were to participate. 
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The FY 2009 participation rate estimates in this report are based on fiscal year data from the 

combined calendar year (CY) 2009 and 2010 Current Population Survey (CPS) Annual Social and 

Economic Supplement (ASEC) files, and FY 2009 SNAP administrative data. All the estimates for 

earlier years in this report likewise are based on CPS and administrative data from the appropriate 

years. 

We made several methodological improvements when developing the FY 2002 through FY 

2009 participation rates in this report. Motivations for these improvements include making use of 

more recent data and of methodologies developed for the Survey of Income and Program 

Participation (SIPP)-based microsimulation model. The improvements also allow us to better 

account for differences between administrative data from the SNAP Quality Control (SNAP QC) 

datafile (from which we generate estimates of SNAP participants), and those from the CPS ASEC 

(from which we generate estimates of individuals and households eligible for SNAP). Because the 

current methodology changed substantially from the methodology used for the previous report in 

the series, participation rates presented in this report for FY 2002 through FY 2008 are not 

consistent with those published in last year’s report (Leftin, 2010). In particular, the estimated 

individual participation rate for FY 2008 presented here (71 percent) is four percentage points 

higher than the previously published rate for that year (67 percent). 

Because we are still assessing further improvements to our participation rate methodology that 

have not yet been implemented, it is likely that when the enhancements are completed and applied, 

prior year estimates will change again in next year’s report. Therefore, while the methodology used 

to generate the rates in this report constitutes an improvement from that in prior years, the rates do 

not incorporate all the likely forthcoming changes and should thus be considered transitional. 

Enhancements made for this report and the possible future enhancements are described in the 

methodology appendix of this report. 
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In addition to presenting the overall FY 2009 participation rate in this report, we present 

participation rates for subgroups of the eligible population, describe recent and historical trends in 

these rates, and explain the estimation methodology. We include detailed tables on FY 2009 

subgroup participation rates in Appendices A and B. In Appendix C, we show the change in 

individual SNAP participation rates since 1988. In Appendices D and E, we present an in-depth 

explanation of the methodology and the sampling error of the participation rate estimates. In 

Appendix F, we list historical economic and policy influences on SNAP and we list changes in the 

CPS over time in Appendix G. Appendix H includes SNAP eligibility parameters for previous years. 

We present detailed historical rates for FY 2002 through FY 2008 in a separate document, ―Detailed 

Tables of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Participation Rates: 2002 to 2008.‖3 

Of the nearly 45 million individuals eligible for SNAP under normal rules in an average month 

of FY 2009, 32 million actually participated (Table 1).4 The individual SNAP participation rate 

reached 72 percent in FY 2009, an increase of more than one percentage point from FY 2008. The 

household participation rate in FY 2009 (72 percent) was similar to the individual rate, and the 

benefit receipt rate in FY 2009 was 91 percent. The benefit receipt rate is consistently higher than 

the individual and household rates because the neediest individuals, who are eligible for higher 

benefits, tend to participate at higher rates than other eligible individuals.  

 

                                                 
3 This document can be found at: http://www.fns.usda.gov/ora/MENU/Published/snap/SNAPPartNational.htm 

4 All tables and figures are presented at the end of the main text, just before the references. 
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In FY 2009, the participation rate for eligible individuals rose by more than one percentage 

point to 72 percent. Previously, the rate rose by two points from FY 2007 to FY 2008 after 

remaining virtually the same from FY 2006 to FY 2007 (Table 2 and Figure 1).  

From FY 2002 through FY 2006, the rate increased each year by between 2 to 5 percentage 

points. Throughout most of this time frame (up to 2005), both the number of individuals eligible for 

benefits and the number participating increase; the number of participants rose faster, however, 

resulting in the increased participation rates. From FY 2005 to FY 2006, the number participating 

continued to rise but the eligible number dropped slightly, leading to a continued rise in 

participation rates.  

From FY 2006 to FY 2007, the number participating increased again, but the number who were 

eligible increased as well. Because the two percent increase in the number of individuals who were 

eligible was not substantially higher than the one percent increase in the number who participated, 

participation rates in FY 2007 did not show a statistically significant difference compared to FY 

2006. Then, likely due to a worsening economy in FY 2008, the number of participants rose by 

seven percent from FY 2007, the highest percentage increase since the change from FY 2003 to FY 

2004. Meanwhile, the number of eligible individuals rose by four percent, the largest percentage 

increase during the period measured. Because the percentage increase in participants was higher than 

the percentage increase in eligible individuals, the participation rate increased by two points (see 

Appendix C for annual changes in the participation rate and the number of participants and 

eligibles).5  

                                                 
5 The SNAP provisions in the 2008 Food, Conservation, and Energy Act (2008 Farm Bill), effective October 1, 

2008, did not have an effect on the FY 2008 participation rates because the provisions did not take effect until FY 2009. 
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In FY 2009, there were large increases in both the number of participants (18 percent) and the 

number of eligible individuals (15 percent). Because the increase in participation was higher than the 

increase in eligibility, the participation rate increased by more than one point.   

The household participation rate increased more than 22 points from FY 2002 to FY 2009, up 

to 72 percent. From FY 2002 to FY 2008, the household participation rate was lower than the 

individual participation rate, indicating that larger households were more likely to participate in 

SNAP. However, the two rates began to converge in recent years, as smaller households participated 

at higher rates relative to earlier years; in FY 2009, the household and individual rates were nearly 

identical. The benefit receipt rate rose 24 points, from 68 percent in FY 2002 to 92 percent in FY 

2008. The decrease of less than one percentage point to 91 percent in FY 2009 was not statistically 

significant.  

The number of eligible individuals decreased between 1999 and 2000 and then increased from 

2000 to 2002 and from FY 2002 to FY 2005.6 Factors that contributed to the increase include States’ 

exclusion of more vehicles from the SNAP resource test, making it easier to own a reliable vehicle 

and remain eligible; restoration of eligibility for many legal immigrants; and an increase in the 

number of unemployed individuals between 2001 and 2003. The number of eligible individuals then 

fell by more than one million from FY 2005 to FY 2006 before increasing by more than 8 million 

from FY 2006 to FY 2009. This recent fluctuation in eligible individuals likely could be attributed to 

changes in the state of the economy: the number of unemployed people fell from 7.6 million in 2005 

to 7.0 million in 2006 before steadily increasing from 2007 to 2009, with the largest increase – 5.4 

million – occurring from 2008 to 2009.  

                                                 
6 For this report, we developed methodologically consistent participation rates for FY 2002 through FY 2009. We 

are unable to directly compare these rates with those for earlier years. 
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Although the number of people in poverty did not change by a statistically significant amount 

from 2005 to 2006, the number did increase slightly in 2007, and substantially in 2008 and in 2009. 

In addition, program changes that came into effect in 2009 expanded eligibility. 

The number of individuals participating increased by nearly 14 million between FY 2002 and 

FY 2009, including an increase of 5 million people from FY 2008 to FY 2009 alone. While 9 percent 

of the U.S. population, on average, participated in SNAP in FY 2008, about 11 percent participated 

in FY 2009. The number of eligible individuals who did not participate dropped from about 16 

million in FY 2003 to a low of about 11 million in FY 2006. Since then, it has fluctuated at around 

11 to 12 million each year.  

SNAP participation rates vary by demographic and economic subgroup. Historically, 

participation rates have been relatively high for children, individuals in households with incomes 

below the poverty line, and TANF recipients. This pattern continued in FY 2009, with at least 89 

percent of all eligible individuals from these groups participating (Tables 3 and 4, Figure 2).  

Participation rates over time have historically been lower than average for individuals who are 

elderly, living in households with incomes above poverty, eligible for low monthly benefits (benefit 

levels less than half of the program maximum for their household sizes), noncitizens, citizen 

children living with noncitizens, nonelderly nondisabled childless adults, and individuals living in 

households with earnings. These trends continued in FY 2009. Just 34 percent of eligible elderly 

individuals (age 60 and over) and 31 percent of individuals in households with incomes above the 

poverty line participated in FY 2009. Individuals living in households eligible for a benefit at or 

below 50 percent of the maximum benefit for their household size participated at a rate of 37 

percent in FY 2009. The participation rate for noncitizens was 56 percent and that for citizen 

children living with noncitizen adults was 63 percent. Nondisabled childless adults subject to work 
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registration participated at a rate of 56 percent. The participation rate for individuals in eligible 

households with earnings remained lower than average, at 60 percent. 

Most subgroups experienced annual participation rate increases from the earlier years covered 

in this report through the latter years, with the exception of stabilization or slight decreases from FY 

2006 through FY 2008 (Table 5). For example, the participation rate for children increased every 

year beginning in FY 2002 before decreasing between FY 2006 and FY 2007 from 89 percent to 87 

percent. It then increased again in FY 2008 and FY 2009, reaching 92 percent. Other subgroups that 

fit this general pattern include individuals in households with earnings, small households (with one 

or two members), nondisabled childless adults subject to work requirements, and noncitizens. 

Like participation rates for most subgroups, the participation rate for elderly individuals 

remained the same or increased each year from FY 2002 through FY 2006, reaching 34 percent in 

FY 2006. Unlike most rates, however, it has fluctuated between 33 and 36 percent from FY 2006 

through FY 2009. The more than one percentage point drop from FY 2008 to FY 2009 was not 

statistically significant. 

Participation rates for a few other subgroups with low participation rates also did not change 

significantly from FY 2008 to FY 2009. The participation rate for individuals in households with 

incomes above the poverty line remained unchanged at 31 percent, and that for individuals in 

households with Social Security income remained stable at around 51 percent (Table 4). 

Although the overall individual participation rate increased from 71 percent in FY 2008 to 72 

percent in FY 2009, the only benefit level at which the rate increased was the maximum benefit. The 

rate for individuals in households with benefits at or below 50 percent of the maximum decreased 

from 39 percent in FY 2008 to 37 percent in FY 2009, and the rate for individuals in households 

with benefits between 51 percent and 99 percent of the maximum decreased from 96 percent in FY 
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2008 to 90 percent in FY 2009. However, in FY 2009, more individuals were in a subgroup with 

higher participation rates (individuals living in high-benefit households) and fewer were in a 

subgroup with lower participation rates (individuals living in low-benefit households) compared to 

FY 2008. Specifically, while the number of participants with benefits at or below 50 percent of the 

maximum decreased from about 7 million in FY 2008 to a little over 6 million in FY 2009, the 

number of participants with benefits greater than 50 percent of the maximum increased from 20 

million to 26 million over that time period (Table 4).7 As a result of this shift, although participation 

rates dropped for most subgroups, overall participation rates increased.  

Individuals eligible for larger benefits tend to participate in SNAP at higher rates than those 

eligible for smaller benefits, resulting in benefit receipt rates that typically are higher than individual 

or household participation rates.8 Households with children and those with household incomes at 

one percent to 50 percent of poverty had among the highest benefit receipt rates in FY 2009. 

Households with elderly members and those with household incomes above the poverty line had 

among the lowest benefit receipt rates. They received 44 and 46 percent, respectively, of the benefits 

for which all eligible households with these characteristics were entitled.  

 

                                                 
7 The number of participants with benefits at or below 50 percent of the maximum is derived by summing the 

number of participants in Table 4 with benefits between one and 25 percent of the maximum and between 26 and 50 
percent of the maximum. The number of participants with benefits above 50 percent of the maximum is derived by 
summing the number of participants with benefits between 51 and 75 percent of the maximum, between 76 and 99 
percent of the maximum, and receiving a maximum benefit (100 percent). 

8 See Tables A.1 and A.2 in Appendix A for benefit receipt rates by subgroup. 
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Among age groups, children had the highest prorated benefit receipt rates,9 and elderly 

individuals had the lowest. Individuals who were not employed received a higher percentage of 

prorated benefits than employed individuals.

As shown in Figure 1, overall participation rates increased substantially in the late 1970s, leveled 

off in the early and mid-1980s, and then increased again through the early 1990s.10 After peaking in 

1994, individual participation rates began an eight-year decrease. This decrease can be attributed to a 

combination of changes in the economy and program rules, trends in other public assistance 

programs, and the participation decisions of eligible people.11 Specifically, the strong economy 

increased job opportunities for low-income households, thus reducing eligibility for and 

participation in SNAP. In addition, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 

Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA) added a new focus on moving people from welfare to work 

and reduced eligibility for many noncitizens and nonelderly nondisabled childless adults. The 

increased emphasis on work and the reduced TANF caseload lowered SNAP participation rates 

because households not receiving public assistance are also less likely to participate in SNAP.12 

From FY 2002 to FY 2006, factors such as increased outreach and improved access to SNAP 

contributed to the rise in participation rates. During this period, States increased outreach to low-

income households and implemented program simplifications to make it easier for eligible 

                                                 
9 An individual’s prorated benefits are calculated by dividing the household benefit by the number of people in the 

household. Benefit receipt rates by individual-level characteristics are calculated by summing the prorated benefits of 
individuals with the selected characteristic. 

10 See Appendix C (Table C.1) for the change in individual participation rates from 1988 to 2009. 

11 See Appendix F for an annual summary of economic and policy influences on participation rates. 

12 During much of the period of participation rate decline in the 1990s, categorical eligibility for SNAP was 
restricted to units in which all members received cash public assistance. As a result, although most individuals who 
stopped receiving TANF cash benefits were still eligible for SNAP, some were unaware of their continuing eligibility and 
others chose not to apply or recertify. 
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individuals to apply for and receive SNAP benefits. Many State SNAP agencies, for example, now 

provide extended hours of operation, waive the requirement for face-to-face interviews, and have 

streamlined the overall application process. Most States also have reduced the amount of 

information that recipients must report during their certification period to maintain their eligibility 

and benefit levels, making it easier for low-income households to participate. In addition, as of June 

2009, 19 States provided transitional SNAP benefits to individuals moving from the TANF program 

to work. This is an option available to States to help support families as they move off TANF cash 

assistance. Benefits can be continued for up to five months in an amount equal to the amount 

received by the household prior to TANF termination with adjustments for loss of TANF income.13  

The number of eligible individuals also increased from FY 2002 to FY 2005, but at a lower rate 

than the number of participating individuals. Contributing factors to this increase include State 

expansions in vehicle policies and the restoration of eligibility to many noncitizens under the 2002 

Farm Bill. The number of eligible individuals dropped by three percent from FY 2005 to FY 2006, 

the same period during which unemployment fell. 

From FY 2006 to FY 2007, the number of participants continued to increase as a result of these 

outreach and access initiatives. However, economic factors, including a higher national poverty rate 

and an increase in the number of unemployed persons, resulted in an increase in the number of 

eligible individuals as well. The number participating and the number eligible increased at roughly 

the same rate. From FY 2007 to FY 2008, the number of participants increased at a higher rate than 

the number of eligible individuals.  

In FY 2009, the number of SNAP participants increased by 18 percent. This continued growth 

from FY 2008 to FY 2009 is likely attributable to the deterioration of the economy, expansions in 

SNAP eligibility, and continued outreach efforts. The number of eligible individuals increased by 

                                                 
13 Food and Nutrition Service ―State Options Report‖ (Eighth Edition). 
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more than 15 percent from FY 2008 to FY 2009, in part due to the worsening economy and in part 

due to two pieces of legislation. The SNAP provisions in the 2008 Farm Bill, effective October 1, 

2008, included an increase in the minimum SNAP benefit for one- and two-person households and 

the standard deduction. For example, the standard deduction in the contiguous United States for 

one to three-person households increased by ten dollars. The 2008 Farm Bill also eliminated the cap 

on the dependent care deduction, and excluded most education and retirement accounts from 

countable resources when determining SNAP eligibility. In addition, the American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA), which took effect on April 1, 2009, included changes that raised 

SNAP benefit levels by nearly 14 percent and suspended time-limited benefits for nondisabled 

adults without dependents. 

Participation rates are calculated as the ratio of the number of individuals participating in SNAP 

to the number of individuals eligible for SNAP, with the ratio expressed as a percentage. The 

number of participants is estimated from SNAP administrative data and the number of eligible 

individuals is estimated from CPS ASEC data. The participation rate estimates presented in this 

report differ methodologically from estimates published in prior reports. Motivations for these 

improvements include making use of more recent data and of methodologies developed for the 

SIPP-based microsimulation model. The improvements also allow us to better account for 

differences between data from the SNAP QC datafile and that from the CPS ASEC. In this section, 

we provide an overview of the methodology and highlight key changes, focusing first on our 

estimation of the number of participating individuals and then on the number of eligible individuals. 

The methodology is described in more detail in Appendix D. 
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The estimates of participants for FY 2009 are from the FY 2009 SNAP Statistical Summary of 

Operations (Program Operations) and the FY 2009 SNAP QC data.14 Similar data files were used 

for previous years’ participant estimates. We use administrative counts of participants because SNAP 

participation is underreported in the CPS.  

From the administrative data, we use the average monthly number of participants during the 12 

months of the fiscal year. The administrative data are then adjusted to exclude participants who 

receive disaster assistance, such as those receiving disaster benefits in the wake of hurricanes, floods, 

tornados, and severe storms, and those receiving benefits in error since neither of these groups are 

included in the SNAP QC data.  

We also make adjustments to the participant counts to ensure consistency between the 

participation rate numerator and denominator. Specifically, because we do not include households 

categorically eligible through noncash Public Assistance (PA) programs in our eligibility estimate, we 

remove from our participant count non-pure cash PA households that do not appear to be income-

eligible for SNAP. However, because the assets of categorically eligible households usually are not 

recorded on the file, we are unable to identify which of these households would fail the asset test if 

they were not categorically eligible. As a result, we do not remove any households from the 

numerator based on their assets.  

For this report, we implemented several methodological changes to how we estimate the 

number of SNAP participants for the rate’s numerator. The changes included: 

 Reweighting the SNAP QC data for FY 2002 through FY 2004 to be consistent 
with the methodology used to weight data files for FY 2005 and later. Specifically, 
we weighted the files so that weighted SNAP QC data match adjusted Program 
Operations counts of households, individuals, and benefit amounts. 

 

                                                 
14 In reports for years prior to 2007, we referred to these data as FSP Quality Control (FSPQC) data. 
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 Incorporating corrected SNAP Program Operations data from Missouri for FY 
2003 through FY 2008. 

 Implementing some coding changes in the FY 2002 through FY 2009 SNAP QC 
files to correct for overreporting of TANF receipt in California. 

The 2009 estimates of eligible individuals were derived using a 2009 fiscal year eligibility file 

based on two combined years of CPS ASEC data; estimates for FY 2002 thorough FY 2008 

presented in this report were similarly derived using the two CPS ASEC files appropriate for each of 

those years.15 This represents a methodological change—estimates presented in prior reports for 

those years were based on a calendar year of CPS ASEC data and a fiscal year of SNAP 

administrative data. 

Using a microsimulation model, we estimated the number of eligible individuals by applying the 

SNAP eligibility rules in effect in FY 2009 to households in the CPS ASEC. These eligibility rules 

include the SNAP household formation rules, gross and net income thresholds, and financial and 

vehicle asset limits. In addition, we imputed some missing information needed to determine SNAP 

eligibility and produce an average monthly estimate of the number of eligible individuals. 

Methodological improvements implemented in the eligibility file for this report include:  

 A fiscal year eligibility file (described above) 

 An improved SNAP household formation methodology. For dwelling units with 
certain characteristics, we now impute SNAP household formation according to 
patterns observed in our SIPP-based microsimulation model. 

 SSI and TANF simulations. In prior reports, we used reported information in the 
CPS ASEC to identify individuals receiving SSI (in States other than California) and 
TANF. However, these types of income are underreported in the CPS ASEC. For the 
participation rates presented in this report, we simulate SSI and TANF receipt. 

 An enhanced net income imputation. We updated the net income equation based on 
the results of an extensive assessment of the equation. The estimated relationships 
(coefficients) are presented in Table D.2. 

                                                 
15 Because the CPS collects household income data for the previous calendar year, we used 2009 and 2010 CPS 

ASEC data to derive estimates of eligible individuals in fiscal year 2009. 
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 An enhanced asset-eligibility imputation. Because asset balances are not reported in 
the CPS ASEC, we use equations estimated from our SIPP-based microsimulation 
model to impute the probability that income-eligible households subject to the asset test 
are asset-eligible, and thus fully eligible. For rates presented in prior reports, we used a 
microsimulation model based on SIPP data for 1999. For those presented in this year’s 
report, we used our most recent model, based on SIPP data for 2005. 
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Figure 1. Trends in SNAP Participation Rates, 1976 to 2009 

 
Sources: SNAP Program Operations data, SNAP QC data, and CPS ASEC data for the years shown. 

*There are breaks in the time series in 1994, 1999, and 2002 due to revisions in the methodology for determining eligibility.  
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Table C.1. Change in Individual SNAP Participation Rates, 1988 to 2009 

Time Period 
Change in 

Participation Rate Change in Participants 
Change in Eligible 

Individuals 

1988-1990 6.1 points 11.1% -1.4% 

1990-1991 2.8 points 14.6% 8.9% 

1991-1992 2.3 points 10.3% 6.1% 

1992-1993 1.0 points 5.8% 4.1% 

1993-1994a 1.1 points -0.2% -2.0% 

1994-1995a -2.1 points -3.9% -1.1% 

1995-1996 -3.5 points -5.3% -0.5% 

1996-1997 -5.2 points -14.7% -7.7% 

1997-1998 -4.2 points -10.9% -4.6% 

1998-1999b -1.9 points -5.9% -2.8% 

1999-2000b -0.7 points -5.7% -4.5% 

2000-2001 -2.8 points 0.8% 6.0% 

2001-2002(a)c -0.1 points 9.9% 10.1% 

2002(b)-2003c 2.4 points 11.4% 6.7% 

2003-2004 5.4 points 12.2% 2.4% 

2004-2005 3.1 points 6.1% 1.1% 

2005-2006 4.0 points 2.6% -3.4% 

2006-2007 -0.4 points 1.3% 1.9% 

2007-2008 2.1 points 6.9% 3.8% 

2008-2009 1.6 points 18.1% 15.4% 

 

Sources: SNAP Program Operations data, SNAP QC data, and CPS ASEC data for the years shown. 
a There are two estimates for 1994, due to revised methodologies for determining SNAP eligibility and the 
number of participants. The original estimate is used for the change between 1993 and 1994; the revised 
estimate is used for the change between 1994 and 1995. 
b There are two estimates for 1999, due to reweighting of the 2000 through 2003 CPS ASEC files to Census 2000 
by the Census Bureau and revised methodologies for determining SNAP eligibility. The original estimate is used 
for the change between 1998 and 1999; the revised estimate is used for the change between 1999 and 2000. 
c There are two estimates for 2002, due to revised methodologies for determining SNAP eligibility and the 
number of participants. The original estimate (2002(a)) is used for the change between 2001 and 2002; the 
revised estimate (2002(b)) is used for the change between 2002 and 2003.  
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The participation rates reported here are based on estimates of individuals eligible for and 

participating in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). The estimates of eligible 

individuals are derived from a microsimulation model that uses data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 

Current Population Survey (CPS) Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC), which provides 

income and program participation information for the previous calendar year, as well as detailed 

information on program rules from the fiscal year to simulate eligibility for SNAP. 

We obtain data from two combined years of the CPS ASEC to create a fiscal year data file that 

aligns to the fiscal year program rules. Thus, for fiscal year (FY) 2009 we based estimates of eligible 

individuals on data from the 2009 CPS ASEC (covering October through December 2008), the 2010 

CPS ASEC (covering January through September 2009), and program rules from FY 2009 (covering 

October 2008 through September 2009). We derived estimates for previous years using the two CPS 

ASEC files appropriate for each of those years. 

The estimates of participants are based on SNAP Statistical Summary of Operations (Program 

Operations) data and SNAP Quality Control (SNAP QC) data1 for the fiscal year. Thus, for 

estimates of SNAP participants in FY 2009, the Program Operations and SNAP QC data cover 

October 2008 through September 2009. The resulting participation rates estimate the percentage of 

individuals eligible for SNAP that choose to participate in the program.2  

                                                 
1 In reports for years prior to 2007, we referred to these data as FSP Quality Control (FSPQC) data. 

2 In an average month in FY 2009, about 95,000 individuals participated in the Food Distribution Program on 
Indian Reservations (FDPIR). Many of these individuals were income- and asset-eligible for SNAP, but FDPIR 
participants are not eligible to also participate in SNAP. However, because the number of individuals participating in the 
FDPIR can be estimated only with substantial sampling and nonsampling error, we included them in the number of 
SNAP-eligible individuals in this report. Because we included FDPIR participants in estimates of SNAP eligibles but not 
in estimates of SNAP participants, participation rates are slightly underestimated. Specifically, if we removed 95,000 
individuals from the number eligible for SNAP, the participation rate would have increased by less than 0.2 percentage 
points. However, the degree to which participation rates are underestimated is less because it is likely that not all FDPIR 
participants are SNAP-eligible. 
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In this appendix, we describe the methodologies we used to estimate the number of individuals 

eligible for and participating in SNAP. Data and methodological improvements implemented for 

this year’s report, and described in more detail in this appendix, include: 

 A fiscal year eligibility file (Section A) 

 An improved SNAP household formation methodology in the eligibility file (Section 
A.1) 

 SSI and TANF simulations in the eligibility file (Section A.3) 

 An enhanced net income imputation in the eligibility file (Section A.5) 

 An enhanced asset-eligibility imputation in the eligibility file (Section A.6) 

 Reweighted FY 2002 through FY 2004 SNAP QC data files that are consistent with the 
more recent data files (Section B) 

 Corrected SNAP Program Operations data from Missouri for FY 2003 through FY 
2008 (Section B) 

 Coding changes to correct for overreporting of TANF receipt in California in the 
SNAP QC data (Section B) 

All of the improvements were implemented in the 2009 file and for prior years, so the 

participation rates presented in this report for FY 2002 through FY 2009 are consistent 

methodologically. As a result, estimates for FY 2002 through FY 2008 presented in this report are 

not consistent with estimates presented in Leftin (2010) and earlier reports.3 

In addition to the enhancements listed above, we updated SNAP eligibility parameters and rules 

to estimate the number of SNAP-eligible individuals in FY 2009. Specifically, we:  

 Updated the SNAP gross income screen, net income screen, standard deduction 
amounts, and maximum benefit amounts to reflect FY 2009 regulations 

 Updated the regression equation used to estimate SNAP net income, using the FY 2009 
SNAP QC data 

                                                 
3 We present consistent rates for FY 1999 through FY 2002 in Wolkwitz (2008), consistent rates for September 

1994 through September 1999 in Cunnyngham (2002), and consistent rates for September 1976 through August 1994 in 
Cody and Trippe (1997). 
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 Averaged the results from two new sets of asset equations simulating vehicle rules in 
place in the first and second halves of FY 2009 

 Updated the percentage of nonelderly, nondisabled childless adults qualified to receive 
SNAP benefits and the estimated percentage of noncitizens who are refugees 

In the remainder of this appendix, we describe the methodology used to calculate the 

participation rates. Tables D.1 through D.6 show the updated eligibility parameters and other 

information used to update the participation rates. 

The CPS ASEC provides income and program participation information for the previous 

calendar year.4 We estimate the number of SNAP-eligible individuals with a microsimulation model 

that uses two combined years of CPS ASEC data to simulate SNAP eligibility in an average month 

within the fiscal year. Although the model does not capture data specific to a particular month, we 

impute monthly income for 12 individual months. Specifically, we simulate the number of months in 

which households typically receive various types of income, as well as the monthly employment 

status for each individual who reports either earnings or being unemployed. We allocate these 

months throughout the fiscal year, such that the trends in total simulated monthly employment and 

unemployment follow the corresponding trends found in the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) 

monthly totals. We average the results from all 12 monthly simulations to produce an average 

monthly estimate for the fiscal year.  

We ran two sets of 12 simulations in FY 2009 to capture midyear federal and State SNAP rule 

changes. The first set reflects rules in place during the first half of the fiscal year (October 2008 

through March 2009), and the second set reflects those in place during the second half (April 2009 

through September 2009). Specifically, the first set of simulations modeled federal maximum and 

                                                 
4 A summary of changes in the CPS ASEC over time is presented in Appendix G. 



 

50 

minimum allotment amounts that were in effect before the implementation of the American 

Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) on April 1, 2009. It also captured pre-ARRA 

requirements for nonelderly, nondisabled childless adults subject to work requirements5 and State 

vehicle rules in place in March 2009. The second set of simulations modeled the increases in 

maximum and minimum allotments that took place as a result of ARRA and State vehicle rules in 

place in September 2009.6 We averaged the results of the two sets of simulations to model the fiscal 

year.  

In the simulation procedure, we applied SNAP eligibility guidelines in effect in FY 2009 to each 

household in the CPS ASEC. The SNAP guidelines include household formation rules, asset limits, 

and income limits. Because several types of information needed to determine SNAP eligibility are 

missing from the CPS ASEC data, we imputed some information to improve the model estimates of 

eligible households. This estimation procedure is explained below. 

1. Simulating the Composition of the SNAP Household 

Rules regarding the composition of the SNAP household (individuals who must apply for 

SNAP together) are based on shared living quarters and purchasing and preparing food together. 

While the CPS ASEC defines dwelling units according to shared living quarters, it does not identify 

who purchases and prepares food together. Therefore, we simulate the formation of SNAP 

households within each CPS ASEC dwelling unit. In most cases, we simulate all members of the 

dwelling unit as being in the same SNAP household. However, for the relatively small percentage of 

dwelling units with multiple families or unrelated individuals, we simulate two or more groups of 

people to form separate SNAP households.  

                                                 
5 These rules are described in more detail in Section A.2b. 

6 The two sets of allotment amounts are presented in Tables D.3A and D.3B. 
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We implemented modifications to our SNAP household formation methodology for this year’s 

report to take advantage of related data in the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP). 

Specifically, for dwelling units with certain characteristics, we now impute SNAP household 

formation according to patterns observed in our SIPP-based microsimulation model.  

We also use the following rules to identify SNAP households: 

 We exclude ineligible noncitizens and nonelderly, nondisabled childless adults subject to 
work registration.7  

 We exclude simulated SSI recipients who are not eligible for SNAP because they receive 
cash instead of SNAP benefits in SSI cashout States (currently only California). 

 We exclude all individuals who are living in group quarters, are full-time post-secondary 
students, or are living in households headed by a member of the Armed Forces.8 

2. Identifying Eligible Noncitizens and Nonelderly, Nondisabled Childless Adults Subject 
to Work Registration  

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA) 

made most noncitizens ineligible and required many nonelderly, nondisabled childless adults either 

to work or face time limits on benefit receipt. However, many noncitizens had eligibility restored by 

the Agricultural Research, Extension and Education Reform Act (AREERA) of 1998 and the Farm 

Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 (Farm Security Act), while some nonelderly, nondisabled 

childless adults remained eligible through waivers, exemptions, or by meeting the work 

requirements. Furthermore, effective April 1, 2009, ARRA allowed States to suspend time limits on 

benefits through September 2010 for those nonelderly, nondisabled childless adults who had 

previously been subject to the time limit. Because the CPS does not track all of the information 

                                                 
7 No nonelderly, nondisabled childless adults subject to work registration were excluded beginning on April 1, 

2009, because ARRA allowed States to suspend time limits on benefits for these adults. 

8 Full-time post-secondary students are defined as nonelderly, nondisabled adults age 18 and 49 without TANF 
income and without children under age 6. Married individuals with children under age 12, and individuals working 20 
hours per week or more are also not considered full-time post-secondary students.  
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needed to identify which noncitizens and nonelderly, nondisabled childless adults are categorically 

ineligible for SNAP, we make assumptions (detailed below) about how many and which of these 

individuals remain eligible. To retain sample size, we implement our eligibility assumptions for these 

populations through weighting adjustments.9  

a. Identifying Eligible Noncitizens 

In FY 2009, the following legal resident noncitizens were eligible for SNAP: 

 Noncitizens who had lived legally in the United States for more than five years 
(effective April 2003) 

 Noncitizens who were receiving disability benefits, regardless of date of entry (effective 
October 2002) 

 Noncitizens legally living in the United States who were under age 18, regardless of date 
of entry (effective October 2003) 

 Noncitizens who were admitted as refugees or granted asylum or a stay of deportation 
(eligible for seven years after arrival)10 

 Other groups of noncitizens, such as lawful permanent residents with a military 
connection11 

Sponsors of noncitizens who arrived in the United States after 1997 are required to sign a 

legally enforceable affidavit pledging to support the noncitizen financially for at least 10 years. If the 

noncitizen applies for SNAP benefits within that 10-year period, and the sponsor has income or 

                                                 
9 The weighting adjustments reflect the probability that a household of a certain composition is eligible for SNAP. 

For example, if a household has one noncitizen, we duplicate the record for that household. In the first copy of the 
record, we retain the noncitizen and multiply the household weight by the probability that the noncitizen is eligible for 
SNAP benefits. In the second copy, we exclude the noncitizen and multiply the household weight by the probability that 
the noncitizen is ineligible. 

10 The status of refugees typically changes to Legal Permanent Resident one year after arrival. After five years of 
residency, both refugees and those granted asylum are eligible under the five-year residency provision. 

11 PRWORA exempts members of the U.S. Armed Forces, veterans, and dependents of service members and 
veterans from the five-year residency requirements. Other legal noncitizens may qualify for benefits without meeting the 
five-year residency requirements by attaining 40 qualifying quarters of work, including work attained by the applicant’s 
spouse or parents (if the work was attained when the applicant was married to the spouse or a minor child of the 
parent). However, almost all of the individuals meeting the work requirement would have also met the five-year 
residency requirement. 
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assets that the noncitizen does not report and would change the noncitizen’s SNAP benefit level or 

eligibility status, the State can sue the nonindigent sponsor to recoup the cost of benefits issued to 

the sponsored noncitizen. This provision does not apply to immigrants without individual sponsors, 

including those admitted as refugees or granted asylum, and those sponsored by an institution or an 

employer. The provision also does not impact those sponsored by close family members living in 

the same household, such as spouses, because SNAP rules automatically deem such income. 

The CPS ASEC distinguishes between citizens and noncitizens. It also includes information on 

noncitizens’ age and year of arrival to the United States, which we use to identify noncitizens who 

potentially are eligible for SNAP. These include qualified noncitizens who have been in the country 

for at least five years, are under age 18, or are receiving disability benefits. 

The CPS ASEC does not include certain details on noncitizens, such as whether a noncitizen 

was admitted as a refugee. To simulate eligibility rules for refugees, we randomly assign refugee 

status by year of entry according to estimates derived from U.S. Citizenship and Immigration 

Services data. In our FY 2009 eligibility determination, we assumed that 10 percent of noncitizens 

who entered the United States in 2004 or 2005, 8 percent who entered in 2006 or 2007, and 11 

percent who entered in 2008 or 2009 were admitted as refugees. 

The CPS ASEC also does not include data on whether a noncitizen is lawfully in the United 

States. To simulate some noncitizens as undocumented and thus ineligible for SNAP, we randomly 

assign undocumented immigrant status according to estimates of the number of undocumented 

immigrants in the CPS ASEC by State.12 

As a result of the more stringent sponsor deeming provisions implemented in 1997, some 

apparently eligible noncitizens are subject to deeming of their sponsors’ income and assets and so 

                                                 
12 We use Dr. Jeffrey Passel’s unpublished estimates, prepared for the Pew Hispanic Center, of the number of 

unauthorized migrants included in the CPS ASEC supplements for 1995 to 1996 and 1998 to 2009. For the FY 2009 
eligibility estimates, we used Passel’s estimates of unauthorized migrants for FY 2007 through FY 2009. 
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are likely either not to be eligible or to choose to remove themselves from the SNAP household to 

avoid negative repercussions to their sponsors. To simulate this, we randomly assign 26.4 percent of 

noncitizens arriving after December 1997 as subject to deeming from a sponsor. We use data from 

the New Immigrant Survey to estimate the appropriate percentage of documented non-refugee 

noncitizens who have been in the country between 5 and 10 years, are required to have one or more 

sponsors who sign an affidavit of support, and who live in a household separate from at least one 

sponsor.  

We exclude from the SNAP household noncitizens who do not meet the eligibility 

requirements, are undocumented, or are subject to deeming. We assign a prorated portion of 

excluded noncitizens’ income to the SNAP household and include their assets in the SNAP 

household’s countable assets. 

b. Identifying Nonelderly Nondisabled Adults Without Dependents Subject to Work 
Registration 

Referred to as ABAWDs in past reports, these individuals are ages 18 to 49, not disabled, not 

living with children under age 18, and subject to work registration. With some exceptions, these 

individuals needed to meet work requirements to participate in SNAP prior to April 1, 2009. If they 

failed to meet the requirements, they were limited to three months of benefit receipt in any 36-

month period. They could be exempt from these requirements if they lived in an area with high 

unemployment or insufficient jobs (waiver area), participated in an employment and training 

program, or were covered by their State’s 15-percent exemption. ARRA (PL 111-5) allowed States to 

suspend the time limits on benefits for those not meeting work requirements, effective April 2009 

through September 2010.  
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We identify nonelderly, nondisabled childless adults subject to work registration by looking at 

basic demographic characteristics in the CPS ASEC.13 Because we cannot determine from the CPS 

ASEC which of these individuals remain eligible for SNAP, we impute this information. We 

estimate the proportion that has not reached the time limit (based on data from the SIPP) and the 

proportion eligible due to residence in a waiver area, participation in an employment and training 

program, or receipt of the 15-percent exemption using federal and State administrative data.14 These 

proportions, as well as the total percentage of nondisabled nonelderly childless adults subject to 

work registration who are eligible for SNAP, are presented in Table D.1. Because ARRA provided 

for the removal of time-limited benefits starting on April 1, 2009, we modeled all nonelderly, 

nondisabled childless adults subject to work requirements as living in waived areas during the second 

half of the fiscal year (April 2009 through September 2009.) 

Nonelderly, nondisabled childless adults who are not eligible are excluded from the SNAP 

household and, as with noncitizens, have a prorated portion of their incomes assigned to the SNAP 

household and their assets considered when we determine the household’s eligibility. 

3. Simulating SSI and TANF Receipt 

In prior reports, we used reported information in the CPS ASEC to identify individuals 

receiving SSI (in States other than California) and TANF. However, these types of income are 

underreported in the CPS ASEC. For the participation rates presented in this report, we simulate 

SSI and TANF receipt. We simulate SSI eligibility and benefit rules in place during the fiscal year 

and calibrate SSI receipt to administrative totals in the Social Security Administration (SSA) 

statistical report for the appropriate file year (FY 2002 through FY 2009). We simulate State TANF 

                                                 
13 The population of nonelderly, nondisabled childless adults subject to work registration includes some eligible 

noncitizens. 

14 We estimate the proportion that has received no more than three months of benefits while not working, using 
separate estimates for current participants and nonparticipants. 
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eligibility and benefit rules in place during the fiscal year. We calibrate TANF receipt to 

administrative totals in the Administration for Children and Families (ACF) data files for 2002 

through 2008.15 We adjust the weights on the ACF data sets to make our estimate of TANF 

households with SNAP in the ACF consistent with the number of SNAP households with TANF in 

the SNAP QC data file. 

4. Categorically Eligible SNAP Households 

Certain SNAP households are categorically eligible for SNAP and therefore not subject to 

income or asset limits. A household is categorically eligible if all of its members receive SSI, cash or 

in-kind TANF benefits or, in some places, General Assistance (GA). A broader interpretation of 

categorical eligibility rules implemented on November 21, 2000 requires States to confer categorical 

eligibility on families receiving benefits or services at least 50 percent funded by TANF or 

Maintenance of Effort (MOE) funds. States have the option of conferring categorical eligibility on 

families receiving benefits or services less than 50 percent funded by TANF/MOE. They also may 

confer categorical eligibility on households in which one member receives the benefit or service 

when the State determines that the whole household benefits.  

Many States have very broad programs that provide a simple service––a TANF/MOE-funded 

brochure on domestic violence, for example––to confer categorical eligibility on a large number of 

households. These policies are known as broad-based categorical eligibility (BBCE) policies. The 

number of States implementing BBCE policies has expanded rapidly in recent years, rising from 15 

States in FY 2008 to 27 States in FY 2009 and 40 States (including the District of Columbia but 

excluding Guam and the Virgin Islands) as of March 2011. Most States with BBCE policies have 

implemented gross income limits between 130 and 200 percent of the SNAP poverty guidelines to 

                                                 
15 ACF totals for 2009 were not yet available when we ran our TANF simulation for the 2009 eligibility file, so we 

used data from 2008 for that file. 
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qualify for the TANF/MOE-funded noncash benefit and have eliminated the asset test. Other 

States have smaller programs, such as job training or after-school programs, with specific eligibility 

requirements for each program that affect only a very small number of households.  

Using CPS data, we can identify households in which all members receive some type of cash 

public assistance benefits. These households are automatically eligible for SNAP, and those that 

qualify for a positive benefit are included in the denominator of the participation rates presented in 

this report. 

There are, however, significant challenges in identifying households that are categorically 

eligible due to the receipt of noncash public assistance benefits. Because of these challenges, we do 

not include households that are eligible solely through State BBCE policies in our estimates of 

eligible households.  

Note that to make the participation rate numerator and denominator as consistent as possible, 

we also restrict our estimates of participating households to those that are income-eligible or include 

only individuals receiving cash public assistance (pure PA). Because most BBCE households are not 

subject to an asset test, households flagged as categorically eligible for SNAP in the SNAP QC data 

file often have no recorded countable assets on the file. Because we are unable to determine whether 

participating BBCE households would fail the SNAP asset test, we are unable to remove them from 

the rate numerator. As a result, the numerator and denominator are not entirely consistent  

(Section B.1). 

5. Determining Income Eligibility 

Noncategorically eligible SNAP households must meet income limits to be eligible for benefits. 

SNAP households that do not contain elderly or disabled members must have a gross income below 

130 percent of the monthly poverty guidelines. There is no gross income limit for households with 

elderly or disabled members. In addition, all noncategorically eligible SNAP households must have a 
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net income below 100 percent of the poverty guidelines. Categorically eligible households must 

qualify for a positive benefit to be included in our estimates.  

Before determining each household’s income eligibility, we estimate monthly income and 

household net income as follows: 

 Estimating Monthly Income. The CPS ASEC includes information on annual 
income, but eligibility for SNAP is determined according to monthly income. Therefore, 
we distribute annual income to months on the basis of patterns of income receipt 
shown by SIPP data, number of weeks worked shown in CPS data, and BLS data on 
employment and unemployment spells. We then sum the monthly income allocated to 
each month for each person in the household to determine the SNAP household’s gross 
income for each month. Simply dividing annual income by 12 would underestimate the 
number of eligible individuals in any given month.  

 Estimating Net Income. The CPS ASEC does not include information on the 
expenses deducted from gross income to compute net income. Therefore, we model net 
income as a function of the household’s demographic and economic characteristics for 
each year. This model is based on patterns observed in the SNAP QC data. For the 
rates presented in this year’s report, we updated the net income equation based on the 
results of an extensive assessment of the equation. The estimated relationships 
(coefficients) are presented in Table D.2. 

We use the SNAP gross and net income screens and maximum benefit amounts for each fiscal 

year to determine each SNAP household’s income eligibility and potential benefit. These parameters, 

along with other SNAP eligibility criteria, are presented in Tables D.3A and D.3B. 

6. Determining Asset Eligibility 

To be eligible for SNAP benefits, a noncategorically eligible SNAP household must have 

countable assets under the applicable SNAP asset limit. If the household contains an elderly or 

disabled person, the asset limit is $3,000. For all other households, the asset limit is $2,000.   

Expansions in SNAP vehicle rules gradually were implemented across States throughout 2001 

and 2002. Regulations implemented in January 2001 exclude from the asset test the value of vehicles 

with equity less than $1,500 or used to produce income, as a home, to transport a disabled 

household member, or to carry fuel or water. In addition, for each adult household member, one 
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vehicle not totally excluded is counted at the fair market value (FMV) in excess of $4,650. One 

additional vehicle per minor household member driven by the minor to work, school, or training 

also is counted at the vehicle’s FMV in excess of $4,650. Remaining vehicles are valued at the higher 

of the vehicle’s FMV in excess of $4,650, or equity. 

Additional vehicle rule expansions began in July 2001, when States were permitted to align their 

SNAP vehicle rules with those in place for other programs, such as TANF or child care assistance. 

In response to this new flexibility, States gradually began changing their vehicle rules. Some States 

used the broader categorical eligibility rules described in Section A.4 to exempt more households 

from the asset test. By the end of FY 2007, all States had implemented changes in the SNAP vehicle 

rules.  

Because asset balances are not reported in the CPS ASEC, we use equations estimated from our 

SIPP-based microsimulation model to impute the probability that income-eligible households 

subject to the asset test are asset-eligible, and thus fully eligible. For rates presented in prior reports, 

we used a microsimulation model based on SIPP data for 1999. For those presented in this year’s 

report, we used our most recent model, based on SIPP data for 2005. 

In our eligibility file, we simulate vehicle rules implemented through either program alignment 

or BBCE. We do not simulate other State BBCE asset rules, such as the elimination of the asset test 

(see also Section A.4).  

For all years except for FY 2005, FY 2006, and FY 2008, we modeled mid-year vehicle rule 

changes by estimating asset imputation equations at two points in time. For instance, for FY 2009, 

the first set of equations simulated SNAP vehicle rules in place in March 2009 and was used to 

simulate the first half of the fiscal year. The second set of equations simulated vehicle rules in place 

in September 2009 and was used to simulate the second half of the fiscal year. The vehicle rules did 

not change significantly during FY 2005, FY 2006, and FY 2008, so we modeled only one set of 

equations for those years. 
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For the first half of FY 2009, we simulated 37 States as excluding the value of all vehicles when 

determining assets, and an additional 12 States as excluding at least one vehicle per household. For 

the second half of FY 2009, we simulated 41 States as excluding the value of all vehicles when 

determining assets, and an additional 8 States as excluding at least one vehicle per household. For 

the years covered in this report, we have modeled 22 different vehicle rules to fully capture State-

level differences. 

The unweighted counts of households in the CPS ASEC files used for this series of reports are 

listed in Table D.4. Unweighted counts of households by their probability of being eligible in FY 

2009 are listed in Table D.5.  

The number of participants used in the calculation of the participation rate comes from the 

SNAP Program Operations data and the SNAP QC data file. We use these databases because SNAP 

participation is underreported in the CPS ASEC. The Program Operations data provide counts of 

individuals and households that were issued benefits and the total dollar value of these benefits in 

each month of the fiscal year. The SNAP QC data file is an edited version of the raw data file 

generated by the SNAP Quality Control System and contains data on the demographic and 

economic characteristics of a sample of participating households. Sample sizes are found in 

Appendix Table D.6. 

The SNAP QC data files used for the estimates presented in this report are weighted to match 

Program Operations counts for households, individuals, and benefits, adjusting those totals to 

exclude benefits issued in response to a disaster and those issued to individuals found to be 

ineligible. We determine benefits issued under disaster-related rules by using data from USDA on 

the number of households and individuals who received disaster benefits, the amount of benefits 

issued to those households, and the amount of additional disaster-related benefits issued to existing 



 

61 

SNAP participants. We reduced the Program Operations counts of households, individuals, and 

benefits by the disaster-related counts in the months and States in which the disaster relief 

occurred.16 To adjust the Program Operations counts for benefits issued in error, we first use the 

unweighted SNAP QC data file to calculate disqualification rates for households, individuals, and 

benefits, and then reduce the Program Operations counts by those percentages.  

The household disqualification rate is the percentage of all participating households that either 

are ineligible or eligible but not qualifying for a positive benefit. The individual disqualification rate 

is the percentage of all participating individuals in households not eligible for a positive benefit.17 

The benefit disqualification rate is slightly more complex—it takes into account over- and under-

issuances to eligible households, as well as benefits issued to disqualified households. 

To exclude participants in the numerator who are not included in the denominator, we remove 

households in Guam and the U.S. Virgin Islands and households that do not meet the federal SNAP 

income guidelines and are not pure public assistance households (Section B.1). 

We implemented several methodological changes to how we estimate the number of SNAP 

participants for the rate numerator. Changes included: 

 Reweighting SNAP QC data files for FY 2002 through FY 2004 to be consistent 
with the data files for FY 2005 and later. Previously, we used older files that were 
weighted to match SNAP Program Operations counts of households, requiring us to 
ratio-adjust estimates of participants and benefits to match disaster- and ineligible-
adjusted Program Operations counts of participants and benefits. The files are now all 
weighted to match SNAP Program Operations counts of households, individuals, and 
benefits.  

 Incorporating corrected Program Operations data from Missouri for FY 2003 
through FY 2008. During this period, Missouri’s individual counts were overestimated 
and the problem grew worse over time. The State system failed to subtract individuals 
who left participating households.  

                                                 
16 In FY 2009, individuals in seven States were eligible through the SNAP disaster assistance program. 

17 The individual disqualification rate in FY 2009 was 1.7 percent (nearly 571,000 ineligible participants). 
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 Implementing coding changes in the FY 2002 through FY 2009 SNAP QC files 
to correct for overreporting of TANF receipt in California. Specifically, we 
developed an algorithm to re-categorize TANF income in certain households (for 
instance, those without children) as general assistance or other government assistance. 

For the participation rate numerator, we use the average monthly number of participants over 

the 12 months in the fiscal year.  

1. Identifying Categorically Eligible Participating SNAP Households 

Because the FY 2009 SNAP QC file does not contain the individual-level information on public 

assistance receipt needed to identify pure cash PA households, we used an algorithm for determining 

program coverage.18 First, we assigned coverage flags for individual programs. SSI and GA cover 

only the person coded with the income, whereas TANF can cover additional family members, as 

follows:  

 TANF received by the head of the household or the head’s spouse covers the 
household head, spouse, and children (as identified by the relationship codes and ages). 

 TANF received by a child of the head of the household covers that child and other 
relatives (presumably the grandchildren of the household head). 

 In child-only households, TANF received by anyone in the household covers all of the 
children. 

After assigning coverage flags, we identified a household as pure cash PA if everyone in the 

household was covered by TANF, SSI, or GA, or if the household had TANF income and all adults 

were covered by TANF, SSI, or GA. Pure cash PA households are categorically eligible for SNAP 

and therefore exempt from the income and asset tests. These households still must qualify for a 

positive benefit. 

                                                 
18 The FY 2003 through FY 2008 SNAP QC data files also do not contain person-level information on program 

participation. The FY 2002 and earlier SNAP QC data files do include person-level information on program 
participation. 
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To be more consistent with our estimates of eligible individuals, we apply the SNAP income 

tests to households in the SNAP QC data and remove from the participation rate numerator those 

that are not income-eligible and not pure PA.19 However, because the assets of categorically eligible 

households usually are not considered in the SNAP eligibility determination and so are not recorded 

in the SNAP QC data, we are unable to identify which categorically eligible households would fail 

the SNAP asset test. As a result, we do not remove any households from the numerator based on 

their asset eligibility. This results in an inconsistency between the numerator and denominator of the 

participation rate. Households that would fail the SNAP asset tests are included in the estimates of 

participating households in the numerator but excluded in estimates of eligible households 

(although, as mentioned earlier, we use expanded State-level vehicle rules in determining total 

countable assets for eligible households).20  

We calculate participation rates by dividing the estimated number of participants by the 

estimated number of eligible individuals. The numbers of participants and eligible individuals used 

to calculate the FY 2009 participation rates are presented in Appendix B. 

This report, like the previous two in the series, does not present participation rates for racial 

and ethnic subgroups because data on race and ethnicity for participating household heads in the FY 

2007, FY 2008, and FY 2009 SNAP QC data are unreliable. SNAP applicants are now given the 

option of choosing more than one race to describe themselves or not reporting race or ethnicity at 

all. Consequently, race or ethnicity information was not recorded for a large number of participants 

(22 percent in FY 2009).  

                                                 
19 We removed nearly 697,000 participants (2.1 percent) who were categorically eligible but not income-eligible 

from our FY 2009 participant total. 

20 See also Section A.4. 
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In addition to the CPS-based estimates presented in this report, the SIPP also can be used to 

measure participation rates. SIPP data contain more of the information needed to estimate eligibility 

for SNAP, and the methodology used to estimate eligibility with SIPP data more closely replicates 

the actual SNAP eligibility determination process. However, the SIPP data cover a shorter period 

than the CPS, and certain types of SIPP data needed to estimate eligible individuals are available for 

only a limited number of years.   

Historically, the trends identified through the CPS-based data have been consistent with those 

identified through SIPP-based data (Figure D.1). The change in methodology implemented with the 

1995 estimates shifted the CPS-based rates up and, as a result, both the trend and the level of the 

CPS-based rates are more in line with SIPP-based rates.21  

We are assessing options to correct the current inconsistency between the participation rate 

numerator and denominator. As described in Sections A.4 and B.1, reliable data on the asset 

holdings of BBCE households are not available in the SNAP QC data files. As a result, some 

households that would fail the SNAP asset test are included in estimates of participating households, 

but all such households are excluded from estimates of eligible households. We are working on a 

methodology to impute SNAP asset eligibility for participating BBCE households, making it 

possible to exclude these households from the rate numerator. We also are assessing the feasibility 

of estimating participation rates that include households eligible through BBCE in both the 

numerator and denominator. To this end, we have developed a set of 34 new asset equations that 

                                                 
21 See Cody and Trippe (1997) for more information. 
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simulate all State asset eligibility policies, including the elimination of the asset test for households 

eligible through State BBCE policies.  
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The participation rates contained in this report represent the ratio of SNAP participants to 

SNAP-eligible individuals. Participant counts are based on SNAP Program Operations data and 

SNAP Quality Control (SNAP QC) data. Eligible counts are based on CPS ASEC data. Since both 

counts are derived from samples, both are subject to statistical sampling error, as are the resulting 

participation rate estimates. 

One indicator of the magnitude of the sampling error associated with a given estimate is its 

standard error. Standard errors measure the variation in estimated values that would be observed if 

multiple replications of the sample were drawn. The magnitude of the standard errors depends on 

three factors: (1) the degree of variation in the variable within the population from which the sample 

is drawn; (2) the design of the sample, including such issues as stratification and sampling 

probabilities; and (3) the size of the sample on which the estimate is based.  

Generally, the standard error of a nonlinear variable, such as a participation rate, cannot be 

estimated directly. Rather, one must estimate the standard error of a linear approximation of the 

nonlinear variable. To estimate the standard error of participation rates contained in this report, we 

use a Taylor series expansion to produce a linear approximation of the participation rate. The 

variance of the participation rate, var(r), can be expressed as a function of the number of 

participants (p), the number of eligible individuals (e), and their respective variances:  

(1) var var [var / var / ]
2 2 2(r)  (p/e)  (p/e  (p)  + (e) e) p  

The standard error of the participation rate is simply the square root of the variance. 
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In the SNAP QC data file, we directly calculate the variance of the number of participants using 

replicate weights.1 In the CPS, the Census Bureau produces a set of replicate weights, which we have 

incorporated into the estimation of the variance of the number of eligible individuals using the CPS-

recommended replicate weight method. 

Standard errors can be used to compute confidence intervals for the estimated participation 

rates. A confidence interval is a range of values that will contain the true value of an estimated 

participation rate with a known probability. For instance, a 90-percent confidence interval extends 

1.645 standard errors above and below the estimated rate, and indicates that there is a 90-percent 

chance that the confidence interval will contain the true value. Table E.1 presents standard errors 

and confidence intervals for selected participation rates. 

                                                 
1 More details are available in Appendix E of Leftin et al. (2010). 
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